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This thesis serves as a guide to David Conte’s opera The Gift of the Magi to provide 
undergraduate students majoring in vocal performance at both large and small size music 
departments at universities in the United States with an opportunity to experience opera 
performances. Moreover, The Gift of the Magi is analyzed from the standpoint of a singer 
performing an opera, which is compared to other American operas of similar scale. Finally, this 
thesis investigates a number of performances of this opera by students in US schools of music to 
determine the system of opera education under which they were performing. Through all the 
comparisons and results, the goal of this thesis is to prove the educational value of Conte’s The 
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Composer David Conte, a student of Aaron Copland, has worked in various fields of 
musical activity and published over a hundred works during his career. The Gift of the Magi 
(1997), with a libretto by Nicholas Giardini, is one of his six operas. Conte was honored with the 
American Choral Director Association Brock Commission in 2007 and is currently on the faculty 
at the San Francisco Conservatory of Music (SFCM). Giardini, originally from Chicago, also 
served as the librettist for Conte’s Choral Symphony and is on the faculty at the University of 
California, San Francisco Medical School. 
 The opera is based on the short story “The Gift of the Magi” by O. Henry—the pen name 
of William Sydney Porter (1862-1910). The plot focuses on a young couple who sacrifice their 
favorite things to buy each other Christmas gifts that then, ironically, they can no longer use 
because of their sacrifice (alluding to the Magi from the Bible). The operatic version consists of 
four scenes and requires a cast of seven singers: Della (Soprano), Jim (Baritone), Maggie 
(Mezzo-Soprano), Henry (Bass-baritone), and three Magi (Tenor, Baritone, Bass). The running 
time is about 67 minutes. The premiere at SFCM was directed by Hermann LeRoux, with the 
Conservatory’s Cantata Singers accompanied by two pianos on December 7-8, 1997. Three years 
later, Conte published the orchestral version, scored for Flute (Piccolo), Oboe, Bb Clarinet, Bass 
Clarinet (Bb Clarinet), Bassoon, Horn, Trumpet, Piano, Harp, 2 Violins, Viola, Violoncello, and 
Double Bass. This version of the opera was performed by the New Music Ensemble at SFCM 
under the direction of conductor Nicole Paiement.  
To explore the educational value of The Gift of the Magi by David Conte, this project 
begins by comparing the opera libretto with the original story and describing the most significant 
scenes in the opera, as well as the individual characters and emotions in roles—primarily in solo 
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arias or duets. Then, The Gift of the Magi is compared with a few other American chamber 
operas of a similar size in order to discuss Conte’s musical styles. Finally, this project provides a 
list of opera performances in the US by music schools from various sizes of universities within 
the last five years. The goal is to show the educational value of The Gift of The Magi for 
undergraduate students who need to gain experience performing opera.  
 
The story and the opera 
 At the center of this short story about sacrifice and love, O. Henry alludes to the 
psychology of Della’s sacrifice more so than Jim’s—the scene of recognizing their poverty that 
Della could not prepare Jim’s present; the scene of Della selling her beautiful long hair at the 
hair shop to buy Jim’s present; and the scene swinging between joy and sorrow at her new figure 
reflected in the mirror. In contrast, O. Henry does not dwell much on the weight of Jim selling 
his watch to buy Della’s present. I think the author was trying to reach readers’ sentiment 
through empathy for Della, from the sadness of cutting her hair to her fulfillment of being able to 
prepare Jim’s present. 
 From the outset, Conte seemed aware that the original story would not perfectly transfer 
to the stage. For the opera, Conte and Giardini focused on restructuring the original story in order 
to be suitable for a limited staging. Although the opera consists of four scenes, the plot occurs in 
one setting without any stage transitions. Moreover, while Conte and Giardini did not want to 
compromise the most important aspects of the original story, they did add new characters (i.e., 
Maggie, Henry, and the three Magi) and reimagined the narrator from the original story as 
conversations between each main character in the opera. The next chapter covers these 




COMPARISON OF THE ORIGINAL STORY AND THE OPERA LIBRETTO 
 
By comparing the original story and the opera, this chapter explores a few of their most 
important differences to understand the musical and dramatic strategies of Conte and Giardini  
 Some of the more obvious differences between the story and the opera include locations 
of the scenes (meaning the places where some events happen); different characters; omitted 
scenes from the original story; and different dialogue in the story and opera. These differences 
reflect important plot differences between the opera and the story. 
In terms of location, there are a number of important differences between the story and 
the opera (Ex. 1). The original story follows Della on her journey to three different places: 
beginning at her house; a hair shop named Madame Sofronie; and a street lined with stores on 
her way home. However, the story of the opera takes place within Jim and Della’s house with 
different characters leaving and entering the stage. 
Example 1 Comparison of Location Settings between O. Henry’s “The Gift of the Magi” 
(Short Story) and Conte’s The Gift of the Magi (Opera)  
“The Gift of the Magi” (short story) The Gift of the Magi (opera) 
• Setting I ‒ Couple’s room (pp. 1-2)  
(Della) 
• Scene I – Jim and Della’s small flat 
(Jim and Della) 
• Setting II ‒ Hair shop (p. 3)  
(Della and Madame Sofronie)  
• Scene II – Jim and Della’s small flat 
(Della and Maggie) 
• Setting III ‒ Stores on the street (p. 3) 
(Della) 
• Scene III – Jim and Della’s small flat 
(Jim and Henry) 
• Setting IV ‒ Couple’s room (pp. 4-6) 
(Jim and Della) 
• Scene IV – Jim and Della’s small flat 
(Jim and Della) 
 
There are a few omitted scenes, mostly because of the changes to the setting. For 
example, Conte’s opera skips the scene of cutting Della’s long hair at the hair shop and the scene 
of walking around the stores to buy Jim’s present. Instead, Conte inserts two scenes ‒ the 
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meeting between Della and Maggie and the meeting of Jim and Henry. It can be inferred that 
Maggie and Henry are friends of the main characters, even though they do not exist in the 
original story. About the new characters, Conte writes:  
Dr. Giardini’s intention was to create in the 2nd scene a portrait of feminine friendship, 
and in the 3rd scene a portrait of masculine friendship. This added a dimension to the 
story that has many musical opportunities … not in the original story, and is an example 
of how a librettist can expand the source material - in this case, a story of only a few 
pages - and create more dimension and opportunities for music to tell the story.1  
 
These additional characters help move the story along without having to change the composition 
of the stage. 
In the second setting of the short story, O. Henry describes the interaction between Della 
and Madame Sofronie. The story includes dialogue explaining the price of the hair as the narrator 
vividly portrays the delicate emotions of Della’s sadness, the insensitivity of Madame Sofronie, 
and Della’s facial expressions while her hair is cut. However, Conte’s opera Scene II features a 
conversation between Della and Maggie and overlooks Della’s haircut. As a result, Conte has to 
express all of the emotional content of original story through these two characters, even though it 
is not same as the story. 
Additionally, in the short story, Della is the main protagonist and the reader follows her 
journey. As the opera setting never leaves the couple’s residence, Conte uses the new character 
of Henry in order to introduce Jim’s attitude for preparing Della’s gift, through a duet. Thus, 
despite the changes to the settings, Conte is able to retell the most important plot points, making 
a close approximation to the story (Ex. 2). Moreover, in overcoming the limited space on the 
 





stage, the roles of Jim and Della’s friends, in lieu of a narrator, help to transform O. Henry’s 
original story to the stage. 
 
Example 2 Comparison of the Short Story and the Opera Text, Settings/Scenes II and III 
The Gift of the Magi (short story)  The Gift of the Magi (opera) 
 
Setting II - Della & Madame Sofronie 
Location: Hair shop 
 
Then she put on her old brown jacket and her old brown 
hat. With a whirl of skirts and with the sparkle still in her 
eyes, she fluttered out the door and down the stairs to the 
street. 
 
Where she stopped the sign read: “Madame Sofronie, Hair 
Goods of All Kinds,” Della ran up one flight of stairs and 
collected herself, panting. Madame was a large, pale 
woman with a chilly smile. 
 
Della:  
“Will you buy my hair?” 
  
Madame:  
 “I buy hair,”  
 “Take yer hat off and let’s have a look at it”  
 “I’ll pay you twenty dollars for it” 
 
Della:  
“Give it to me quick”  
 
-Narration and dialogue between Della and 
Madame Sofronie 
 
- Della cuts her hair 
 
 
Scene II – Della & Maggie (Friend) 
Location: Small flat 
 
Della:  
“Madame Sophranie Has always admired, Has always admired the length of 








“I’ve made up my mind. It’s no use to scold me. I know what I’m doing. I’m 
not a child. Maggie, Please help me, It is for Jim.”  
 
“You are my best friend. Try to understand. Go with me to Madame 
Sophranie. I may need to hold your hand.”  
 
Together:  
“We’ll go to Madame Sophranie. Try to understand.”  
 
-Dialogue between Della and Maggie 
 





Example 2, cont. 
 
Setting III – Della 
Location: Shops on the street 
 
She found it at last. It had surely been made for Jim and 
no one else. There was no other like it in any of the stores. 
It was a platinum watch chain, simple and pure in design. It 
was even worthy of “The Watch. As soon as Della saw it, 
she knew that it must be Jim’s She paid twenty-one dollars 
for it and then hurried home with her remaining eighty-
seven cents. 
    
-Narration only (no dialogue)  
 
- Della buys the gift for Jim (no description of 











Scene III – Jim & Henry (Friend) 
Location: Small flat 
 
Jim 
“I want to make her happy tonight. This is her favorite night of the year” 
“Henry wait. I want to show you my Present for Della”  
“I can’t wait to see the look on her face When she opens this up  
And there it will be.”  
 
Henry  
“That’s real nice She’ll go crazy for sure” 
“By the way, where’d you make that kind of money?” 
 
Jim 
“The only thing I had was my Dad’s old watch” 
 
Henry  
“You sold your watch?” 
“That watch has been in your family for years.”  
 
Jim 
“Della’s my family now.” 
 
Henry  
“It was your grand father’s too” 
 
Jim 
“She is all that’s important to me. She’s the only reason I need” 
 
 
-Dialogue between Jim and Henry 
 
-Jim leaves to buy Della’s present (offstage) 
 
 
Conte and Giardini faced an interesting challenge based on their decision to turn the 
original story into a single-setting opera: the story had to be fully conveyed on a fixed and 
limited stage for this one act-opera. By transforming the additional settings into new characters, 
they were able to capture the contents of the original story through new dialogue. 
As a result, setting up a new character can be interpreted as a way to ensure the scalability of the 







THE CHARACTERS AND THEIR EMOTIONS 
 
The opera genre is a comprehensive art form shaped by culture, artistry, and dance, 
performed much like a play with music on stage, with the various roles performed by trained 
opera singers with designated ranges. The example below shows the pitch ranges for each 
character in Conte’s The Gift of the Magi (Ex. 3). However, this chapter goes beyond a 
discussion of the voice type and musical features of each roles in order to explore the characters 
and their emotions more in depth. 
 
Example 3 Range of the Four Principle Roles in David Conte’s The Gift of the Magi 
 
 
. The range for Della, the most important female role, comprises D4 to A5. The role 
demands the singer to sing the highest A twice throughout the entire opera, meaning that the 
majority of this part ranges from D4 to G5—an easy-to-access range for all sopranos. Although 
there are differences in personality between the characters, Della’s vocal range is very similar in 
style to that of Mozart’s Susann from Le Nozze di Figaro. 
In addition to having the appropriate range, any soprano wishing to perform this part 
must be able to express the proper emotions through their voice. This character’s representative 
Della’s Ranges Jim’s Ranges
Maggie’s Range Henry’s Ranges
Ex 2-a) Vocal Ranges of the Main Characters
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piece is “Della’s Aria,” where she stands facing Maggie and sings an aria expressing love, faith, 
and determination, just before going to the hair shop (offstage) (Ex. 4). 
 
Example 4 Conte, The Gift of the Magi, Scene II (mm. 359-366) 
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As seen in the example above, the first four measures in the piano part (before the voice 
enters) is composed of alternating dissonant and consonant sounds, which can be subdivided into 
two two-measure phrases (mm. 359-360 and mm. 361-362). The right hand (mm. 359-360) 
features an augmented fourth on the first beat and perfect fifth on the second beat, which is then 
repeated an octave lower. Similarly, the left hand also descends by octaves. 
While the next phrase (mm. 361-362) is very similar to the harmony from the first (mm. 
359-360), the second phrase only consists of consonant sounds in the right hand (perfect fifths). 
As a result, these four measures create a tense, unstable mood through simple dissonant and 
consonant sounds. This musical mood seems to perfectly represent the complex psychology of 
Della. 
The reason for this quirky introduction to this aria is explained by Conte above measure 
359 in Example 2: “Della gets her coat and starts to leave. She turns and faces Maggie.”2 In other 
words, after Della and Maggie face each other, Della begins to make subtle expressions on her 
face—such as hesitancy, burden, and distress—ahead of her decision to sell her beautiful long 
hair. Also, from the audience’s point of view, only Della’s expressions can be seen, as Maggie 
stands in the middle between the audience and Della. As a result, the audience connects with 
Della’s psychological state through her facial expressions supported by the unstable 
accompaniment. 
The range for Jim, the baritone lead, comprises B2 to F4; however, he predominantly 
sings between C3 and E4. His representative aria is Jim’s Soliloquy” (“He Gave Me His Watch”) 
where he reminisces about his watch, a gift from his father (Ex. 5). In this aria, Jim expresses his 
firm resolution to sell the watch so he can buy a present for Della.  
 




Example 5 The Text and Emotional Meaning of “Jim’s Soliloquy” (“He Gave Me His 
Watch”) from Conte’s The Gift of the Magi 
Emotional Meaning Text (with Time Signatures) 
 
Jim reminisces about wearing the watch. 
 
(10/8) He gave me his watch.  
The day I turned six-teen.  
He said,  
“Now you’re a man. When you wear it, think of me.”  
I was so proud. But scared all the same.  
I kept it polished and wound, and (3/4) Locked a  
(10/8) way.  
(4/4) The first time I wore it was the saddest day I’ve known.  
I wore it to remember him.  
I have worn it Every day since then. 
 
 
Jim begins to let go of the watch because of 
the advice of his father. 
 
But I don’t need a watch to remind me of him.  
My (10/8) father always told me to follow my heart, to 
follow my heart.  
 
 
Jim decides to sell the relic because of his 
love for Della. 
 
Now she is my heart.  
And (4/4) I am a (10/8) man She is all that’s important to me. 
(4/4), (5/4), (3/4) She’s the only reason I need.  
(4/4) I know in my heart I did the right thing.  
I did the right thing I (3/2) hope he’d (10/8) agree.  
 
 
As seen in Example 5, the text follows the following emotional arc: “Jim reminisces 
about wearing the watch,” “Jim begins to let go of the watch because of the advice of his father,” 
and “Jim decides to sell the relic because of his love for Della.” The first part of the aria requires 
the performer to express both pride and grief for receiving the watch when he became a man but 
also because Jim’s father is now dead. The second part sees him begin to shift focus from the 
past to the present, choosing to “follow his heart” over keeping the watch. The third part 
confirms Jim’s decision as the right one, mentioning how his father would have understood his 
decision. Singers interested in performing Jim’s aria need to express the transition between his 
love for his father to his beloved wife. 
“Jim’s Soliloquy” also features various meter changes between 10/8, 4/4, 3/4, 5/4, and 
3/2. These changes follow the aria’s text, which can be divided into two perspectives: focusing 
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on Jim’s past (his father) and future (with Della). For example, at the beginning of the aria, 
Conte uses a 10/8 time signature, with repetition expressing an atmosphere reminiscent of old 
memories. Conte defines “Jim’s Soliloquy” as follows:  
 
The 10/8 rhythm for Jim’s Soliloquy (the actual title of his aria) expresses I think a 
transformation of his cheerful, confident, jocular character into a more reflective 
character. There is a gentle “swing” to the rhythm that suggests a modern, 20th century 
person (the story is set in 1905); also someone who has what I would call “a fluency of 
emotion,” meaning that he is at this moment in touch with his feelings.3  
 
 
Following this, when Jim decides to sell the relic, Conte changes meters more frequently 
(i.e., 10/8, 4/4, 3/4, 5/4, and 3/2). In doing so, Conte means to express Jim’s complex and 
shifting mental state. The melody in the accompaniment part (mm. 282-285) expresses the 
plaintive color of the musical mood that is prominent throughout this aria in general and the 
internal emotion of Jim in particular. 
 
Example 6 Conte, The Gift of the Magi, Scene III (mm. 282-285) 
 
 
3 David Conte, email message to Euigun Lee, March 27, 2020. 
Example 2-d) Jim’s aria in Scene II
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The range for Della’s friend Maggie, a mezzo-soprano, extends from B3 to G5, but 
mostly stays between C4 to F5 or F#5. The representative song for Maggie is her duet with Della 
in Scene II. Here, Maggie is anxious about Della’s decision to sell her blond hair (Ex. 7). 
 
Example 7 Conte, The Gift of the Magi, Scene II – 1) mm. 237-239; 2) mm. 261-268; and 30 
mm. 323-327 
 
As can be seen in the example above, Maggie sings three styles of eighth-note melismas 
throughout scene II. Even though these melismas are relatively short in length (from two to five 
measures), singers performing the role of Maggie must have the technique to sing them.  
Like Maggie, Henry is another character that did not exist in the original story. The range 
for Henry, who is Jim’s friend and a bass-baritone, comprises Ab2 to E4, but mainly consists of 
B2 to C#4.  
The representative song for Henry is his duet between with Jim in Scene III. Here, Jim 
and Henry are moving big trees together to celebrate Christmas with Della. This duet showcases 
their friendship. For example, when Henry strains a muscle moving the tree (“Oh, my back,” m. 
Example 2-e) Three Melismas of Maggie in scene II
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17), Jim responds, “Sorry Hank” (m. 18), which is a familiar nickname for Henry (Ex. 8). The 
two friends’ reactions have the resilience of children playing. If the performers understand and 
play up the deep relationship between Jim and Henry, I think they can show better performance. 
 
Example 8 Conte, The Gift of the Magi, Scene III (mm. 16-18) 
 
 
The final characters featured in the opera are the Three Magi. The example below shows 
the range of each part: tenor (Eb3-Ab4), baritone (Eb3-Eb4), and bass (A2-C4) (Ex. 9). Much 
like the other roles, these ranges are only slightly larger than an octave—which I find to be 
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reasonable for undergraduate students to sing. However, some undergraduate students may find 
it difficult to sing softly at the higher ends of their ranges (such as Ab4 for the tenor and Eb4 for 
baritone). In this case, I recommend tenor and baritone students use their falsetto sound on these 
high notes, which will help them to sing these pitches properly.  
 
Example 9 Ranges of the Three Magi Roles in Conte’s The Gift of the Magi 
 
Unlike the principle roles in the opera, the Magi sing a cappella offstage at the end of 
Scene II and the end of Scene IV. In general, the songs of the Magi function as a transition or 
finale, indicating the intermission and the end of the opera. The roles of the Magi were additions 
to the opera as they did not appear in the original story. Thus, it is important to explore Conte’s 
intentions through the Magi’s music. 
While the action of the opera takes place all in one setting on stage (Jim and Della’s flat), 
the story takes place over the course of the day. In order to demonstrate the passing of time 
without the narrator from the short story, Conte needed another way to express the boundary of 
time from day to night. As a result, Conte intentionally created the Magi to express the crossing 
from day into night. As for why the Magi sing a acapella, Conte indicates the following: “The 






late afternoon dusk turns to night as the Magi sing offstage.”4 In other words, when we think 
about the sunset’s glow and in the gathering darkness, words like silence, modesty, or humility 
come to mind. I think Conte preferred a quiet atmosphere to express the meaning of these words 
and consequently composed these sections a cappella (Ex. 10). 
 
Example 10 Text from the Magi A Capella Sections in Conte’s The Gift of the Magi 
 
 
Between Scene 2 and 3; first half 
 
On Stage; The late afternoon dusk turns to night as 
the Magi sing offstage 
 
 
End of Scene 4; second half 
 
On stage; They gently embrace as the Magi sing 
offstage 
 
Long ago, On a starlit night,  
Three wise kings Journeyed far toward the light.  
 
They carried with them.  
The most precious of things, Gifts for an infant. 
Gifts for a king.  
 
Their story was told, So that even today, Wise 
people among us Follow their way.  
 
They carry to those They love with their hearts 
Gifts that are precious And pretty and smart.  
 
But the gift of the Magi Is not one of jewels. 
 
If this be mistaken, The wise become fools.  
 
 
So the gift of the Magi again we behold.  
 
And wise fools among us Learn that love, love, 
love is their gold.  
 
The roles of the Magi are unique to the opera; their texts reinforce the connection 
between the title of the story and the Biblical Magi, referencing the Three Wise Men. While 
there are no direct words about the birth of Jesus, their journey is recounted: “On a starlit night, 
Three wise kings Journeyed far toward the light.” Both the short story and the opera focus on the 
 




Magi’s act of gift giving: “The magi, as you know, were wise men—wonderfully wise men— 
who brought gifts to the newborn Christ-child. They were the first to give Christmas gifts.”5 The 
love and faithfulness of Jim and Della is likened to the love of Jesus Christ. 
Now that we have explored the distinct features of each character through their 
representative music, and the expression of their emotions and relationships, the next chapter 









5 O. Henry, “The Gift of the Magi” (New York: Simon & Schuster Books For Young Readers, 1988), 6. 
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CHAPTER III:  
 
COMPARISON WITH THREE REPRESENTATIVE AMERICAN OPERAS  
  
This chapter will discuss the educational value of The Gift of the Magi through a 
comparison with representative American operas by Leonard Bernstein, Jake Heggie, and 
Samuel Barber. For a fair evaluation, this repertoire selected is limited to small chamber operas, 
meaning under approximately 70-minute running times, consisting of four or fewer roles, with 
small orchestra (but without limits on orchestration). The goal is to focus on each opera’s 
educational value, rather than the quality of the work based on musical criteria. 
 
a. Trouble in Tahiti by Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) 
 Trouble in Tahiti (1951) is the first of Bernstein’s three operas, followed by Candide 
(1956), and A Quiet Place (1983). Furthermore, it is the only one with both the music and 
libretto composed by Bernstein. In Trouble in Tahiti, Bernstein reflects on social problems 
experienced by a middle-class married couple, exploring their complex relationship. Bernstein’s 
principle characters Dinah and Sam realize the importance of their family, even if it’s not a 
conventional happy ending.  
This one-act opera is composed of seven scenes with two main characters, Dinah (mezzo-
soprano), Sam (bass-baritone), plus the Trio (Soprano or mezzo soprano, high tenor, and high 
baritone). The duration is approximately 40 minutes, with a chamber orchestra: 2 flutes 
(piccolo), 2 English horns, 2 bass clarinets, 2 bassoons (contrabassoon), 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 2 
trombones, tuba, percussion, harp, and strings (one per part).  
A few features of the opera can be extrapolated from its scoring. For the voice types of 
the main characters, Bernstein expresses the middle-age of the characters through their lower 
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ranges (i.e., Dinah’s mezzo-soprano and Sam’s bass-baritone). Furthermore, he is able to help 
express the various moods of the opera, despite the minimal scenery, through the brass and wind 
instruments in the orchestration.  
 
i) Composition of the Scenes 
Example 11 Scene Structure of Leonard Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti6 
 Singers Location 
Prelude Trio In front of curtains 
Scene I Sam and Dinah (and Trio) Kitchen-breakfast time 
Scene II Sam (and Trio) Sam’s office 
Scene III Dinah Psychoanalyst’s office 
Scene II-a Sam Sam’s office 
Scene III-a Dinah Psychoanalyst’s office 
Scene IV Sam and Dinah Street-lunchtime 
Interlude Trio In front of curtains 
Scene V Sam  Gym 
Scene VI Dinah (and Trio) Hat shop 
Scene VI-a Sam Front door of house 
Scene VII Sam and Dinah Sitting room- after dinner 
 
 As can be seen in Example 11, the opera describes a day in the life of a married couple 
over the course of seven scenes. The most technically challenging scenes are Scene II to Scene 
III-a and from Scene VI to Scene VI-a. Featuring two settings on stage at once, the principle 
feature of these scenes is that the main characters should express their emotion as though they 
were monologues occurring at the same time but in different locations (Sam’s office and the 
psychiatrist’s office). These scenes are reminiscent of Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci, where audiences 
 
6 Helen Smith, “Trouble in Tahiti,” in There’s A Place For Us: The Musical Theatre Works of Leonard Bernstein 
(London: Routledge, 2011), 48. 
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are informed of the boundary between reality and fiction through the setting on the stage.7 
Bernstein virtually divides the stage in half by alternating light on the active side of the stage 
while leaving the other half in darkness.  
 
ii) The Role of the Trio 
Bernstein uses the vocal Trio in various ways, not only in terms of their musical part but 
also as part of the stage crew. The Trio’s roles are largely seen in the Prelude, the Interlude, and 
Scene VII. Although Bernstein does not mention details for performing the Trio in the score, 
according to director Elaine Tyler-Hall’s premiere production, the most striking feature of the 
Trio in the Interlude is that they prepare the setting on the stage for the next scene while singing.  
For Scene VII, Bernstein musically joins together the Trio and principle singers to 
express the richness and splendor of the sound for the finale, much like a typical opera or 
musical where all the musicians sing the final chorus together. While the Magi in Conte’s opera 
are used to separate scenes, Bernstein uses the role of the Trio in a variety of ways, including not 
only the traditional role of the chorus, but also the work of the stage crew. 
  
 
7 Bernhard Kuhn, “Leoncavallo’s Pagliacci Operatic Metareference on Stage and on Film,” in Self-Reference in 




iii) Organization of the Orchestra 
Example 12 Comparison of the Orchestration of Conte’s The Gift of the Magi and 
Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti 





- 2 Violins 
- Viola, 
- Violoncello 
























- 2 Horns 
- 2 Trumpets 








- Flute (Piccolo) 
- Oboe 
- Bb Clarinet 








- 2 Flutes (Piccolo) 
- 2 English Horns 
- 2 Bass Clarinets 










- Full Set of Drums 
 
As can be seen in Example 12, while both operas use a chamber orchestra, Conte’s and 
Bernstein’s exact orchestrations show distinct differences, especially in terms of brass and 
woodwind instruments. This suggests that Conte tends to emphasize softness with fewer 
instruments, while Bernstein tends to emphasize richness and intensity of sound through the 
brass and doubled woodwinds. Moreover, Bernstein’s use of percussion implies that his music 




iv) Vocal Ranges of Main Characters 
Example 13 Comparison of Principle Role Vocal Ranges in Conte’s The Gift of the Magi 
and Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti 
 
Example 13 shows a comparison of each protagonist’s vocal range in the two operas. In 
general, the vocal range of a professional opera singer is approximately two octaves. Here it is 
assumed that the vocal range of undergraduate students will be approximately two octaves or less 
(although through years of vocal training, two or more octaves may be achieved later on). In 
other words, it can be difficult for undergraduate students to sing more than two octaves of vocal 
range. As can be seen in the example, the main roles in Bernstein's Trouble in Tahiti require two-
octave vocal ranges. Conversely, Conte’s main roles require less than a two-octave vocal range.  
In comparing the voice types, each opera has a clear agenda, whether lyrical or dramatic. 
The main roles in Conte’s The Gift of the Magi consist of young couple (soprano and high-
baritone), creating a more lyrical sound. On the other hand, the main roles in Bernstein’s Trouble 
in Tahiti consist of a middle-aged couple (mezzo-soprano and bass-baritone), creating a darker 
sound.  
 
Sam’s representative aria is “There’s a Law about Men” from Scene V (Ex. 14). The 
musical style of the final part of Sam’s aria finds Sam imagining he is the best man in this world, 
Ex 3-c)  Comparing with Vocal Ranges in Main Characters
Della’s Ranges - Sop 
Jim’s Ranges – High Bar
Dinah’s Ranges- Mezzo Sop
Sam’s Ranges – Bass Bar




which is reinforced with a triple forte that gradually increases in the melodic line with accents. 
Moreover, this vocal part is accompanied by the intensity of the brass at the end. Moreover, these 
musical styles are repeated several times. As a result, Sam’s aria leaves the audience with an 
attractive and powerful impression, but it can burden the undergraduate student in terms of its 
educational value. 




Dinah’s representative aria is “Oh, What a Movie!” (Ex. 15) from Scene VI. She sings 
while imagining romantic love on the island of Tahiti. More importantly, this aria directly shows 
Dinah’s comic character with two musical styles: a melisma-based exotic style in the middle of 
the song, and a jazz-based style at the end. As can be seen in the example below, this melisma 
features an ambiguous tonal center between a C-minor and E-flat major pentatonic scale (which 
is typically associated with the Far East). Although this melody cannot be defined as reflecting 
any traditional melody of Tahiti located in the central Southern Pacific Ocean, it can be seen that 
Bernstein used this as a symbolic representation of Tahiti from the title of the opera. 
 
 
Example 15 Bernstein, Trouble in Tahiti, Scene VI (m.20, p.84) 
 
 To heighten the exoticism in Dinah’s aria, Bernstein requests musical accents, accents in 
regional dialect, and changing of voice colors in Dinah’s aria (Ex. 17). In particular, Bernstein 
indicates Dinah sing in a “South Pacific accent,” which is then contrasted with her normal 
singing voice in tenuto. In addition to these changing musical styles, Bernstein asks for variety of 
vocal colors, such as “nasally,” “chest tones,” and “shouted” to express Dinah’s various 




Example 16 Different Vocal Techniques in Dinah’s Aria “Oh, What a Movie!” from 
Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti – 1) Accent marks, 2) Accents in Regional Dialects, and 3) 
Changing of Vocal Color 
1) Accent marks
 




Example 16, cont. 
3) Changing of vocal colors
 
As shown in the example below, Bernstein mentions a variety of instructions in to 
express a sudden change in emotions (Ex. 17).8 By faithfully performing these changing 
expressions, the singer to express Dinah’s personality. 
Example 17 Dinah’s Personality Changes in Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti 
Rehearsal # Bernstein’s Instructions  
11 From here on, she becomes less sarcastic, more sincerely caught up in the telling 
of the plot 
13 She is quite sincere in liking this song 
14 Suddenly recalling the plot 
21 Dinah is emoting fully, dancing all over the stage 
 
8 Leonard Bernstein, Trouble in Tahiti (New York: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1953).  
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In this regard, compared to the main roles of Conte’s The Gift of the Magi and the main 
roles of Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti, my conclusion is that Bernstein's Trouble in Tahiti is a 
more suitable opera for mature singers who can express higher levels of musical expression and 
vocal skills than Conte’s The Gift of the Magi. 
 
b. Three Decembers by Jack Heggie (b. 1961) 
  In collaboration with the San Francisco Opera, Houston Grand Opera, and UC 
Berkeley’s Cal Performances, Jack Heggie composed a chamber opera with librettist Gene 
Scheer in the early 2000s with a running time of about 70 minutes and consisting of two acts. On 
February 29, 2008, this opera premiered at the Houston Grand Opera, Cullen Theater. Three 
Decembers, based on Terrence McNally’s unpublished play Some Christmas Letters, includes a 
cast of three singers and a chamber orchestra with twelve instruments on stage.  
This opera is divided into three episodes centering on events occurring in December 
1986, 1996, and 2006, (thus, the title Three Decembers). It depicts the lives of three actors over 
the course of two decades, including the aging star Madeleine Mitchell (mezzo-soprano, 
nicknamed Maddy) and her two grown children, Beatrice (soprano, nicknamed Bea, in an 
unhappy marriage) and Charlie (baritone, a gay man with AIDS who has a lover dying of the 
disease). 
 
i) Composition of the Scenes 
Heggie’s Three Decembers is divided into three episodes with eight scenes total (Ex. 18). 
As can been seen in a 2011  video performance of the opera with Mary Gould (Maddy), Daniel 
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Teadt (Charlie), and Erica Olden (Bea) under the artistic direction of Andres Cladera and 
Pittsburgh’s Microscopic Opera, the stage is U-shaped with the orchestra pit in the center.9 
 
Example 18 Scene Structure of Jack Heggie’s Three Decembers 
 
 
9 Daniel Teadt, “Three Decembers,” YouTube video, 1:17:05, November 25, 2014. https://youtu.be/W-gl8G9_7eM. 
 
ACT I ACT II 
Part One (1986) Part Two (1996) Part Three (2006) 
Scene #/ 
Location 
Situation Scene #/ 
Location 






Charlie in San 
Francisco 
 











































the final scene of 















about her husband 
 
-Bea is talking 
with Charlie by 












-Bea helps her 
mother with her 
wig, hairpins, etc. 
 
-This is like an old 




through many times 













-Bea stands in 
front of a full-
length mirror 
trying on Maddy’s 
clothes as she sips 





Bea & Charlie on 






-They are walking 




As previously mentioned, this 2011 performance features a chamber orchestra in the 
center. In Part I (1986), Scene I, Charlie and Bea are on the side stages separated by the chamber 
orchestra (signifying their physical distance as they talk on the phone). This same effect is 
duplicated in Part II (1996), Scene II where Charlie and Bea are again speaking on the phone 
long distance from different cities. This is similar to the staging of Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti, 
where lighting is used to illuminate only certain parts of the stage to create the illusion of 
different places on stage at the same time. 
 
ii) Organization of the Orchestra 
Example 19 below compares the orchestration of Conte’s The Gift of the Magi and 
Heggie’s Three Decembers. Both operas require a small chamber orchestra. However, Heggie 
scores a variety of specific percussion. He also calls for bowed vibraphone, to create an effect 
representing the singer’s psychological expression. Heggie also writes for tam-tam (a type of 
unpitched gong that has been prevalent in Western music since the 18th century). James Blades 
described the instrument as follows: “The sound of the tam-tam has been described as solemn, 
dramatic, ominous, evocative, quivering and terrifying. Modern composers take advantage of the 
whole range of the sounds described, together with others possible through the variety of tones 
produced by the use of strikers of varying texture, and of the use of instruments of graduated 
sizes.”10 As a result, Heggie seems to have also used tam-tam to represents the singer’s intense 
internal expressions or for sound effects between scenes. Thus, rather than pursuing a form of 
Western music that generally seeks melodic beauty, it can be said that Heggie pursues more 
acoustic effects to accompany his opera.  
 
10 James Blades, “The Tam-tam,” Percussion Instruments and Their History (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Inc., 
1970), 382.  
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Example 19 Comparison of the Orchestration of Conte’s The Gift of the Magi and Heggie’s 
Three Decembers 
 







- 2 Violins 
- Viola, 
- Violoncello 























(doubling Soprano Saxophone, 
Alto Saxophone) 
-Oboe  
(English Horn in F) 
-Clarinet in Bb  







- Flute (Piccolo) 
- Oboe 
- Bb Clarinet 
































For the Pittsburgh performance of Three Decembers, the orchestra was located in the center 
of the stage, where all instruments are visible. For a production to recreate this staging, the most 
important factor in determining the composition of dividing and utilizing the opera stage is to 
ensure a direct connection between the singers on stage and the conductor.  
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As mentioned regarding the scenes in Three Decembers, the three main roles occupy a 
single U-shaped stage (Ex. 20). The layout shown in the example below is based on the video of 
the Pittsburgh performance. Each segment of the stage represents a different location, including 
Charlie’s house in San Francisco, Bea’s house in Connecticut, Maddy’s Broadway stage and 
dressing room, and the Golden Gate Bridge. Based on this, the entire stage can be divided into 
five smaller stages, which a production can use flexibly according to each scene.  
 
Example 20 Stage Layout of Heggie’s Three Decembers 
 
 
The benefit of using a U-shaped stage is that it enables coordination between the singers 
and the conductor. Also, this staging means that all singers and musicians are on the same stage, 
meaning the chamber orchestra can be considered as part of the staging so that the audience can 
see them from various angles. In comparison, Conte ’s The Gift of the Magi uses a typical stage 














technique to suggest different locations on the same stage. Thus, Heggie’s Three Decembers can 
be seen as a combination of characteristics of both operas. 
 
iv) Vocal Range of Main Characters 
    Overall, the three principle singers (Charlie, Bea, and Maddy) require ranges of almost two 
octaves (Ex. 21). As mentioned for Trouble in Tahiti, a two-octave range both maximizes 
musical expression or sensibility but also requires mature vocal skills.  
 
Example 21 Vocal Range of Main Characters in Heggie’s Three Decembers 
 
 
Charlie’s representative aria is “Charlie’s Apartment” from Act II, Scene I (Ex. 22). In 
this aria, composer Heggie expresses Charlie’s intense sorrow from the death of his boyfriend 
Burt, as Charlie alone cleans up his friend's luggage. The aria culminates with Charlie shouting 
his boyfriend’s name twice. Heggie scores two different dynamics to express his intense 
emotions. The first (mm. 72-73) is poco accelerando (accel); the second (mm. 74-75) requires a 
fortissimo dynamic with a poco rit. 
 
 














Bea’s representative aria follows in Act II, Scene III (Ex. 23). Heggie describes the scene 
as follows: “Bea stands in front of a full-length mirror trying on Maddy’s clothes as she sips 
from a glass of white wine.” The pairing of “Maddy ’s clothing” and “a glass of white wine” in 
this scene represent Bea’s conflicted feelings about her family and her loneliness. The mood of 
the aria changes in the middle (mm. 343-360), as Bea expresses her dissatisfaction with her 
mother while missing her father. Thus, Bea’s mental state is dramatically represented through 
changes in tempo and accents on the highest pitch.  
 




Of all the roles in this opera (soprano, mezzo-soprano, and baritone), the most difficult 
part for undergraduate students would be Charlie. His aria requires a volume of sound that 
implies a very dramatic tone. In particular, I think that scoring an A4 in the baritone range is the 
most dramatic music for a baritone singer, but it may be very difficult for an undergraduate to 
sing. Of course, if this part is adjusted slightly, I think that students can sing it. Thus, comparing 
Conte’s The Gift of the Magi and Heggie’s Three Decembers from the stance of the 
undergraduate students, Heggie’s may be challenging in terms of vocal technique; on the other 
hand, Conte’s The Gift of the Magi is a work that can be more easily approached by students. 
 
C. A Hand of Bridge by Samuel Barber (1910-1981) 
 
This opera premiered at the Festival of the Two Worlds in Spoleto, Italy on June 17, 
1959. It is very short (9 minutes) and consists of only one scene, with four singers: Geraldine 
(soprano), Sally (contralto), Bill (tenor) and David (baritone). It can be accompanied by piano or 
chamber orchestra with flute, oboe, clarinet, bassoon, trumpet, percussion, string quartet (two 
violins, viola, and cello), and double bass. In my experience, it is more efficient to play with the 
piano accompaniment than with the chamber orchestra. 
The opera consists of David (a florid businessman), Geraldine (David’s middle-aged 
wife), Bill (a lawyer), and Sally (Bill’s wife) and begins with the two families playing bridge. 
Each singer expresses their inner desires in the scene, such as Sally’s desire to buy a hat, Bill’s 
improper relationship with another woman (Cymbaline), Geraldine’s longing for love, and 
David’s forbidden sexuality. Barber includes the following stage directions: “While each 
character sings his interior monologue, enclosed ( ) in the score, the other three should remain 
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more or less in darkness and remain frozen in an attitude.” In other words, one singer performs 
with lighting, while the others freeze and remain silent in the background. 
 
i) Composition of the Scene 
 
A Hand of Bridge is reminiscent of opera buffa, developed in the first half of the 
eighteenth century and composed of a short scene.11 It was typically performed to entertain the 
audience of a serious opera during the intermission. These short pieces often expressed a satire of 
social problems of the time. Similarly, Barber’s A Hand of Bridge can be seen as an opera that 
represents the social consciousness of a family in the 1960s, as well as a light entertainment.  
The progress of this short opera consists of two families’ bridge games and solo parts for 
the monologues of each character, introducing their interior thoughts. As can be seen in the 
examples below, a short introduction marks the start of the opera with a musical theme that 
represents the bridge game (Ex. 24). This melodic interlude recurs after the end of Sally’s solo 
and before the start of Geraldine’s, before David’s solo, and again at the end of the opera. 
 
 
Example 24 Recurrences of the Bridge Game Theme in Samuel Barber’s A Hand of Bridge    




11 John Rice, “Carnival Opera in Rome and Venice,” in Music in The Eighteenth Century.” (New York: W.W. 




Example 24, cont. 
 

















Example 24, Cont. 
 






With a piano or small chamber orchestra, this versatile opera can use a variety of stagings 
(Ex. 25). For example, the pianist, who otherwise just plays the role of accompaniment, can also 




Example 25 Stage Layout of Barber’s A Hand of Bridge 
 
 
For Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti and Heggie’s Three Decembers, the chamber orchestra 
is located on stage, providing another visual element for the audience. For Barber’s A Hand of 
Bridge, the piano’s role can be interpreted as not just a simple accompaniment, but as a prop that 
can function as a chair or table on stage. 
For example, in a production of the opera by Fabrica de Operas UNESP12 on March 26, 
the pianist plays the accompaniment for the performance while the piano itself serves as a table 
for bridge games on stage. This is a more efficient utilization of the stage area for the 
performance, making the performers more comfortable even when the size of the space for the 
stage performance at the venue is reduced. In addition, there may be a space for the audience on 





12 Fabrica de Operas UNESP, “A Hand of Bridge-Samuel Barber (Fábrica de Óperas-UNESP),” YouTube video, 




iii) Vocal Ranges  
 
In comparing the ranges of the lead roles mentioned so far, both Trouble in Tahiti and 
Three Decembers require about two octaves. As can be seen in the example below, Barber’s A 
Hand of Bridge requires a range of less than two octaves except for David’s character (who has a 
range of slightly more than two octaves). As a result, this opera features vocal ranges for singers 
that undergraduate students can easily access (Ex. 26). 
 





From an educational point of view, Barber’s A Hand of Bridge and Conte’s The Gift of 
the Magi have an approachable range and a moderate musical level that are easily accessible to 
undergraduate students. Compared to The Gift of the Magi, which has an hour runtime, A Hand 
of Bridge lasts only about 10 minutes, which means it can be regarded as appropriate for a gala 
concert-style performance consisting of opera scenes. 
Thus far, I have explored three chamber operas including Bernstein’s Trouble in Tahiti 
Heggie’s Three Decembers, and Barber’s A Hand of Bridge. In the case of Trouble in Tahiti, the 
Trio and orchestration have elements similar to The Gift of The Magi, as the role of the Trio is on 
stage and the brass parts of the orchestra in Trouble in Tahiti is further expanded. But 
Bernstein’s vocal demands can be burdensome for undergraduates. 
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In the case of Three Decembers, it has a runtime of about 70 minutes. This is an adequate 
amount of time to give undergraduate students good opera experience. However, its dramatic 
musical expression can also be burdensome for undergraduate students. Finally, in the case of A 
Hand of Bridge, the vocal range of the four singers is easily accessible for undergraduate 
students. However, it has the disadvantage that its runtime is too short to give students the 






CHAPTER IV:  
UNIVERSITY OPERAS PERFORMED IN RECENT YEARS 
 
 
This chapter aims to evaluate the educational value of The Gift of The Magi by surveying 
recent opera performances at universities and conservatories. I consulted several websites such 
as musicschoolcentral.com, niche.com, successfulstudent.org, collegefactual.com, and 
thebestschools.org, which provide rankings of schools of music in the US including three of the 
best ‒ Jacobs School of Music, Indiana University Bloomington; Curtis Institute of Music; and 
the Juilliard School, which were evaluated with high praise. Also, for a more regional 
comparison, I surveyed several music schools, both large and small, in Illinois. 
The educational values of opera are obvious, as a general art that requires collaboration 
between orchestras, singers, theatre, and more. In what follows, I consider the size of an opera 
performance or the number of performances per year depending on the size of the school. 
Additionally, I list the number of students in each school and their recent opera performances. To 
do this, I contacted several programs directly through their school’s e-mail or website. The main 
purpose was to determine the curricula or size of a music school where Conte’s opera can best be 
presented. 
 
i. Opera Performed at US Schools of Music 
 
Here is a partial list of opera performances at topic music schools in the US, including 
Indiana University, the Curtis Institute of Music, the Juilliard School, Northwestern University, 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and other large and small music schools in the 
state of Illinois (Ex. 27).  
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Example 27 List of Operas Performance at Schools of Music in the US 
Category Name of Institution 















- Le Nozze di Figaro (Mozart) 
- Parsifal (Wagner) 
- Suor Angelica (Puccini) 
- Gianni Schicchi (Puccini) 
- La Traviata (Verdi) 
 
2018-2019 
- The Revolution of Steve Jobs  
                (Mason Bates, Mark Campbell) 
- Dialogues of the Carmelites  
                (Poulenc) 
- Hansel and Gretel  
                (Humperdinck) 
- Giulio Cesare (Handel) 
- L’elisir d’amore (Donizetti) 
- Mass (Leonard Bernstein) 
 
 
Curtis Institute of Music 




- La clemenza di Tito (Mozart) 
 
2019  
- Il Barbiere di Siviglia (Rossini) 
- Albert Herring (Britten) 
 
 






- La Bohème (Puccini) 
 
2018-2019 
- The Turn of the Screw (Britten) 
- Dido and Aeneas (Purcell) 










Example 27, Cont. 








Bienen School of Music 




  - L’Orfeo (Monteverdi) 
  - Die Fledermous (Strauss) 




  - The Turn of the Screw (Britten) 
  - The Rake’s Progress (Stravinsky) 
 
 






  - The Adventures of Little Sharp-Ears 
(Janáček) 
  - Cabaret (Krander & Ebb) 
  - A Little Night Music (Sondheim) 
  - Songs for a New World (Brown) 
 
2018-2019 
  -The 25th Annual Putnam County Spelling Bee 
(Sheinkin & Finn) 
  -La Bohème (Puccini) 
  -The Rape of Lucretia (Britten) 
-Crazy for You (Gershwin & Gershwin) 
 
 
University of Illinois  
at Urbana-Champaign, cont. 
 
2017-2018 
  - [title of show] (Bowen) 
  - Hansel & Gretel (Humperdinck) 
  - Don Giovanni (Mozart) 
  - She Loves Me (Masteroff & Harnick) 
 
2016-2017  
  - L'incoronazione di Poppea (Monteverdi) 
  - Viva Verdi (select scenes from Verdi operas) 
  - The Light in the Piazza (Guettel) 
 
2015-2016 
  - Béatrice et Bénedict (Berlioz) 
  - A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Britten) 
  - Kiss me, Kate (Spewack & Porter) 
 
2014-2015 
  - L’elisir d’amore (Donizetti) 
  - The Merry Widow (Lehár) 
  - Into the Woods (Sondheim) 
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Example 27, cont.   














- A Hand of Bridge (Barber) 
 
2018-2019 
- Gianni Schicchi (Puccini) 
- The Beautiful Bridegroom (Shore) 
 
2017-2018 
- The Tender Land (Copland) 
- A Dinner Engagement (Berkley)  
 
2016-2017 
- The Old Maid and The Thief (Menotti) 
- Dido and Aeneas (Purcell) 
 
 





- La Bohème (Puccini) 
- Die Fledermaus (Strauss) 
 
2018 
- Pirates of Penzance (Gilbert & Sullivan) 
- Tales of Hoffmann (Offenbach) 
 
2016 
- Hansel and Gretel (Humperdinck) 
- Falstaff (Verdi) 
 
2015 
- The Bewitched Child (Ravel) 
- La Cenerentola (Rossini) 
- Sweets by Kate (Candey)  
- Cavalleria rusticana (Mascagni) 
 
2014 
- Suor Angelica (Puccini) 
- Carmen (Bizet) 
- The Beautiful Bridegroom (Shore) 
 
2013 
- Aïda (Verdi) 
- Le Nozze di Figaro (Mozart) 
 
2012 
- Don Giovanni (Mozart) 
- The Pirates of Penzance (Gilbert & Sullivan) 
 
2011 




Example 27, cont.   
Category Name of Institution Operas Performed 
 
Category B, cont. 
 




- L'incoronazione di Poppea (Monteverdi) 
 
- Dido and Aeneas (Purcell)  
 
- Acis and Galatea (Händel) 
 
- Coffee Cantata (Bach)  
 
- Le malade imaginaire (Charpentier) 
 
- Los vagabundos y ciegos fingidos  
 (18th century Spanish tonadilla) (Galván)  
 
- H.M.S. Pinafore (Gilbert & Sullivan) 
 
- Così fan tutte (Mozart)  
- Le nozze di Figaro (Mozart)  
- Die Zauberflöte (Mozart)  
  
- Gianni Schicchi (Puccini) 
 
- Orpheus in the Underworld (Offenbach) 
 
- Hansel and Gretel (Humperdinck) 
 
- Gallantry (Moore) 
 
- Dialogues des Carmélites (Poulenc) 
 
- Tartuffe (Mechem) 
 






Example 27, cont. 
Category Name of Institution 













- Le Nozze di Figaro (Mozart)  
 
2019  
- Scenes from Marriage of Figaro (Mozart)  




- Abduction from the Seraglio (Mozart) 
 
Nov 2018  
- Scenes from Die Zauberflöte (Mozart) 
 
 





- Der bekehrte Trunkenbold (Gluck) 
 
2018-2019  
- Le Nozze di Figaro (Mozart) 
 
2017-2018  
- Hansel and Gretel (Humperdinck) 
 
2016-2017  
- The Old Maid and the Thief (Menotti)  
- The Devil and Daniel Webster (Moore) 
 
2015-2016  
- Iolanthe (Gilbert & Sullivan) 
 
2014-2015  
- Dido and Aeneas (Purcell)  
- The Impresario (Mozart) 
 
2013-2014  
- Die Fledermaus (J. Strauss) 
 
2012-2013  





Example 27, cont. 
Category Name of Institution 
(No. of Enrolled Student) 
Operas Performed 
 
Category C, cont. 
 





- The Medium (Menotti) 
- The Phantom of the Opera  
(Andrew Lloyd-Webber)  
 
2010-2011 
- The Telephone (Menotti)  
- Gianni Schicchi (Puccini) 
 
2009-2010  
- Amahl and the Night Visitors (Menotti) 
 
2008-2009  
- Trouble in Tahiti (Bernstein)  














- The Light in the Piazza (Guettel) 
 
2019 
- L’Orfeo (Monteverdi) 
 
2018 
- Die Fledermaus (Strauss) 
 
2017 
- Magic Flute (Mozart) 
 
2016 
- Noye’s Fludde (Britten) 
 
2015 
- Dido and Aeneas (Purcell) 
 
2014 
- The Tender Land (Copland) 
 
2013 






Example 27, cont. 
Category Name of Institution 






Eastern Illinois University  
(Approximately 100) 
 













Opera-Workshop class only 
 





No opera curriculum 
 
 
ii) Comparative Analysis Students Population and Annual Performances 
 
For the purpose of this project, I divided the selected music schools into five groups (A, B, C, 
D, and E) according to the number of students enrolled in each school (Ex. 28). Originally, I 
thought that the size of the opera program and the genre of operas performance at each school 
would be different depending on the number of students in the school. Surprisingly, there are 
several operas performed by many of the programs described in Example 27: 
W.A. Mozart: Le Nozze di Figaro, Cosi fan tutte, Don Giovanni, Die Zauberflöte        --
Giacomo Puccini: La Bohème, Gianni Schicchi 
Johann Strauss: Die Fledermaus 
Henry Purcell: Dido and Aeneas 








Example 28 Comparison of Number of Enrolled Students in Selected Schools of Music  
 
 
Moreover, I discovered that the number of opera performances per year at these music 
schools does not always correlate to the number of students (Ex. 29). Indiana University, the 
largest music school shown above, averages five to six operas per year. While considerably 
smaller, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, which has approximately 700 students, 
also has a high number of opera performances on average (3.5 operas a year). In addition, in 
comparison to larger programs, the number of operas differ greatly among the music departments 
or music school with approximately 400 students or less. Finally, schools with 100 or fewer 






































































































































Students(Approximately); Green-A, Blue-B, Yellow-C,Puple-D, Red-E (Groups)
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My initial hypothesis was that schools with a large number of students would be able to 
perform high-level vocal techniques and therefore more operas. However, all of the US schools 
of music selected for this study seem to perform similar types of operas and a similar number of 
operas per year. As mentioned above, Indiana University performs about 5.5 operas annually, 
while the UIUC performs 3.5. However, IU has more than twice the number of music students 
than UIUC; the amount of opera opportunities offered by UIUC may be similar. (However, this 
comparison may not be accurate since it is based on the total number of students in a school, not 
the number of opera students.) 
In addition, there are other differences in educational aspects. Illinois State University 
(ISU), which has approximately 400 students, operates the Opera Workshop-Class and the 
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two operas a year, even though it only has approximately 260 enrolled students. On the other 
hand, in schools with fewer than 100 students, there may or may not be an associated curriculum 
of opera depending on the purpose of the school’s education. For example, Bradley University 
and the University of Chicago have music departments with approximately 90 students. Bradley 
University has an opera related curriculum, while the University of Chicago focuses its 
curriculum on choral classes instead. 
A noteworthy part of Example 27 is Illinois State University’s 2015 premiere 
performance of Griffin Candey’s Sweets by Kate. Despite its short running time (about 1 hour 
and 15 minutes), it is an excellent work for universities, consisting of six protagonists and small 
roles of roughly 10 to 12 people.13 New works are one of the best ways to involve students in 
opera programs. Candey’s new work, and David Conte's The Gift of the Magi are wonderful 
examples of how university opera programs can look to the future.  
 








Through an examination of the appropriateness of The Gift of Magi by David Conte for 
undergraduate students—its vocal ranges, the musical characteristics of the characters, and the 
stage arrangement for performances—this paper has shown the opera’s educational value. 
To further prove the educational value of Conte’s opera, Chapter III compared and 
analyzed three other American operas of a similar format. On the one hand, Trouble in Tahiti by 
Leonard Bernstein and Three Decembers by Jack Heggie have proper runtimes for undergraduate 
students. However, I wonder whether the singers’ ranges are suitable for undergraduate students 
to sing. On the other hand, while A Hand of Bridge by Samuel Barber has vocal ranges suitable 
for undergraduate students, it has a short runtime of about 10 minutes. While A Hand of Bridge 
may work well for an opera scenes performance, it is not sufficient to give students preparation 
to sing more typical operas that last more than two hours. As a result, Trouble in Tahiti by 
Leonard Bernstein, Three Decembers by Jack Heggie, and A Hand of Bridge by Samuel Barber 
create a number of burdens that make them less than ideal for undergraduate students. 
 
Chapter IV analyzed the number of enrolled students, the number of opera performances 
per year, and which operas are being performed at a selection of US schools of music. Also, 
worth noting in Chapter IV is the number of opera performances according to changes in the 
opera education system and the number of students. Surprising examples of the opera education 
system included Illinois State University (ISU) and Northern Illinois University (NIU), which 
exceeded my original expectations given the size of their programs. The focus of ISU’s opera 
education is to pursue one-act operas through their Opera-Workshop class, while they 
collaborate with MIOpera to run a program with full-stage of operas during summer vacation so 
 
 53 
that students can focus more on opera performance. In addition, the two-year opera preparatory 
course at Northern Illinois University is an excellent curriculum where students learn to perform 
opera well. 
Regarding the number of opera performances according to the number of students, 
among the large and small schools with a number of students from about 100 to over 1,000, most 
schools perform one opera per semester, or on average two operas per year—the only exception 
being the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign (UIUC), which performs on average 3.5 
operas per year. Surprisingly, there was no significant difference in the number of opera 
performances based solely on school size. 
However, one trend that I observed was that schools of music with 100 or fewer students 
may not have an opera curriculum, which means they may not be able to give their students the 
opportunity to perform opera. For these schools, I strongly recommend programming The Gift of 
The Magi by David Conte, since it is an opera that can be easily performed by undergraduates 
and, in this way, represents an excellent opportunity to give undergraduate students an opera 
experience. In this regard, Conte’s opera has proven its educational value; it is also a fine 
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